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Abstract 
Disparities in the technology practices, skills and knowledge of school students still 
exist, despite widespread investment, and use in schools. In order to understand why 
inequalities remain, we first need a more nuanced understanding of students’ 
technology practice, including understanding how their backgrounds, circumstances 
and experiences shape their perceptions of and engagement with technology. This 
paper proposes that research in the field of educational technology would benefit from 
a sociological framing in order to highlight how and why students use technology at 
school and in their everyday lives. The paper reports on a qualitative embedded case 
study of 13-16 year old students in two Australian secondary schools. In-depth case 
studies of two selected students illustrate the complex nature of students’ technology 
practice. Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus and capital are used as a lens through 
which to view and understand inequalities in students’ technology practice. The 
findings demonstrate the utility of sociological theory in educational technology 
research by highlighting systems and structures of reproduction and transformation. 
Furthermore, the findings can inform an approach to teaching and learning that 
considers students’ varied experiences, knowledge, perspectives, and backgrounds 
relating to technology. 
 
Keywords sociological theory, Bourdieu’s theory of practice, technology practice, 
school students, digital technology 
 
Structured practitioner notes 
What is already known about this topic 
 Disparities in the technology practice, skills and knowledge of school students 
still exists, despite widespread investment and use in schools for over two 
decades.  
 There is a growing call for educational technology research that acknowledges 
the social aspects of technology practice by placing technology users at the 
centre of investigation, rather than the technology itself. 
What this paper adds 
 Proposes that sociological theory can benefit educational technology research. 
 The utility of sociological theory is demonstrated through application of 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice and presentation of two distinct student case 
studies. 
 The student case studies demonstrate the complexity of students’ technology 
practice, with variations in students’ circumstances, dispositions, perceptions 
and, ultimately, practices with technology.  
Implications for practice and/or policy 
 Teachers should consider students’ varied backgrounds and perceptions of 
technology when designing learning experiences. 
 An understanding of the social aspects, specifically the personal and 
contextual factors that may facilitate or hinder students’ practices with 




Research suggests that disparities in the technology practice, skills and knowledge of 
school students still exists, despite widespread investment and use in schools for over 
two decades (Hatlevik and Christophersen, 2013, OECD, 2010). Government policy 
that drives investment in school and changes in curricular stems from an underlying 
assumption that these technologies will “effect” change in some way, by raising 
student achievement or revolutionising pedagogy. However, a growing research 
movement proposes that through placing the individual at the centre of investigation, 
rather than the technology, we can understand the social and cultural aspects of 
technology use and inequalities in practice (Oliver, 2013). 
 
This study extends educational technology research into secondary school students’ 
technology practice by investigating how and why students use technology at school 
and in their everyday lives. Drawing on practice theory, this study asserts that 
technologies are social tools and their use, a social phenomena. Thus, an 
understanding of students’ technology practice would benefit from a sociological 
approach in order to understand the structures, cultures, practices and relations that 
constitute students’ technology practice in context (Oliver, 2013, Selwyn, 2012). 
Bourdieu’s social praxeology is one example of practice theory that may be applied to 
educational technology research. Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990) is particularly 
useful, over that of other practice theories, for its ability to understand the logic of 
practice (the ‘sens pratique’ encapsulating the direction, sense, sensation and meaning 
the practice has to the individual) (Nicolini, 2012). His concepts provide a lens to 
understand the underlying structures and relations that reproduce inequalities or 
potentially transform practices through an understanding or ‘feel for the game’ 
(Murphy & Costa, 2016). Thus, the examination of students’ technology practice 
through the theoretical concepts places the individual at the centre of investigation 
with exploration of the systems, structures and relations of the fields they occupy to 
suggest potential transformative practices (Mills, 2008). 
 
Theoretical framing 
The findings reported on in this paper are part of a broader study that investigated 
students’ practices with technologies at school and in their everyday lives. The study 
was guided by Bourdieu’s sociological concepts of field, habitus and capital, which 
are theoretical and methodological tools with which to understand practice. Bourdieu 
summarises the relational nature of these concepts as “[(habitus)(capital)] + field = 
practice” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 95). More specifically, field is a spatial metaphor 
referring to the social relations, systems and structures and the associated individuals 
who define a space (Bourdieu, 1990). As an individual moves between fields, they 
occupy various positions within those fields based on the congruence of their habitus 
and capital with that of the field. Habitus is defined as the inculcated “system of 
structured, structuring dispositions” of an individual (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 52). More 
simply, it is the way an individual acts, feels and thinks, which is shaped by their past 
and present experiences and circumstances (Maton, 2012). Capital refers to the 
symbolic and physical assets of an individual. The value of these assets is determined 
by the field through recognition by others (Bourdieu, 1990). Thus, the value of one’s 
capital is not fixed, but may vary across fields. Bourdieu outlined a number of forms 
of capital. Of particular relevance to this study is cultural and social capital. Cultural 
capital relates to knowledge, skills, taste and cultural preferences, which may be 
embodied, objectified or institutionalised (Bourdieu, 1986). Embodied cultural capital 
is the internalisation of culture by an individual (which also forms part of an 
individuals’ habitus); objectified cultural capital is the objectification of capital in 
material objects; and finally, institutionalised capital is the acquisition of cultural 
competence through formal education. Social capital relates to the social connections 
and the individual’s ability to derive benefit from these social networks (Bourdieu, 
1986). Collectively, Bourdieu’s concepts allow us to understand an individual’s 
practices by considering their experiences, circumstances and means within the social 
contexts in which practices occur.  
 
The small number of educational technology studies that have adopted a Bourdieuian 
approach have demonstrated its utility in understanding technology practice within 
their social contexts within higher education settings (Costa, 2013, Czeriewicz & 
Brown, 2012) and school settings (see Beckman, Apps, Bennett and Lockyer, 2018 
for a detailed review of this body of research). Generally, the studies of students’ 
practice have focused on exploring aspects such as students’ homes, the influence of 
family experiences and circumstances and the relationship between home and school 
contexts in relation to technology practice. These studies have generally focused on, 
or taken up, specific elements of Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus and more 
commonly, capital.  
 
Bourdieu’s concept of capital has been used to conceptualise socio-economic 
structures such as the influence of family background on students’ technological 
practice.  This body of research includes investigation of the influence of students’ 
socio-economic circumstances on their technology related habitus or capital (North, 
Snyder and Bulfin, 2008, Robinson, 2009, Sutherland-Smith, Snyder and Angus, 
2003) and familial experiences and circumstances on students’ technology practice 
(Cranmer, 2006, Hollingworth, Mansaray, Allen and Rose, 2011). Czerniewicz and 
Brown (2012) present an in-depth analysis of cultural capital (embodied and 
objectified) through the case study of two higher education students. This case study 
demonstrates the acquisition of objectified cultural capital through technology devices, 
and the development and appropriation of embodied cultural capital through these 
students’ experiences with technologies. Sociological theory in these studies have 
explored how students’ knowledge and skills with particular technology practices in 
the school field are shaped by structures in their home fields such as family practices 
and value of technologies for learning. 
 
Bourdieu’s concept of field has been used to explore the relations between students’ 
technology practice and the field in which they occur as well as the relationships 
between fields (Beckman, et al., 2014, Bulfin and North, 2007, Czerniewicz and 
Brown, 2013, Johnson, 2009). For example, in a case study of teenage technology 
experts Bourdieu’s theory conceptualised the differences between students’ formal 
and informal learning with technologies in the home and school fields. The findings 
of this study highlighted differences in the field structures across school and home 
fields for leisure, including extended networks of social supports and contacts 
available in the home field and higher levels of autonomy creating informal learning 
opportunities not present in their formal learning (Johnson, 2009). Another study 
focused on technology practice of higher education students as they manoeuvred 
between their everyday lives and the higher education field (Czerniewicz and Brown, 
2013). This study used the concepts of habitus and field to conceptualise the variances 
in how technological devices and practices were valued according to field, for 
example, the use of mobile technologies was highly valued in everyday life fields, but 
not in higher education. The theoretical framing of these studies uncovered 
differences and tensions between fields of technology practice as individuals operated 
in different fields with implications for how we understand students’ technology 
practice and opportunity to transfer practices, skills and knowledge across contexts. 
These studies demonstrate how Bourdieu’s concepts can be used to explore the 
complexities of an individual’s technology practice.  
 
The study presented in this article adds to this small body of sociological educational 
technology research. Through presenting two selected student cases from the broader 
study, this paper provides in an in-depth exploration of students’ technology practice 
using Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus and capital to understand the students’ 
technology practice for learning at school. Specifically, this paper addresses the 
research question: How does students’ technology practice in everyday life fields 
shape their perceptions toward and engagement with technologies for learning? 
 
Methodology 
The study investigated secondary school students’ technology practice in their 
everyday lives and at school. More specifically, the study conceptualised practice 
according to context and explored how and why the students used technologies. This 
paper reports findings from two student cases, selected to portray the range of 
technology users within the 12 cases. The example cases present a high-frequency 
distinctive user (Regan), and a low-frequency user (Alice). 
 
The broader study, from which these cases were selected, involved four class cases 
from two schools in an Australian regional city (North and South High Schools). The 
class cases comprised students in Years 9 and 10 (13-16 years old) who were part of a 
government initiative providing students with school-issued laptops for educational 
use, which they could use across school and home contexts (Australian Government, 
2013). Though this initiative has since concluded, 1:1 access in secondary schools is 
widespread through school resourcing and BYOD initiatives (Janssen and Phillipson, 
2015). From the four class cases, 12 student cases were selected through purposeful 
maximal sampling to include variation in students’ family backgrounds and their 
access, use and perceptions of technology. Multiple data sources were collected from 
each student case, including a technology diary in which students recorded the details 
of their technology practice (device/applications, details of use, location, others’ 
involved) over a two-week period to show the range of school practices across the 
two-week timetabling cycle; this diary was framed by two one-on-one interviews 
exploring students’ family backgrounds and technology practice and discussion of 
their practices recorded in the diary (initial and final interviews). 
 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice was used as a methodological and analytical framework 
in this study (see Apps, Beckman & Bennett, in press, for a detailed description of the 
methodological application of the theory). The theory shaped the selection and design 
of data collection methods to allow for examination of technology practice with 
consideration of students’ backgrounds and circumstances, others’ technology 
practice and perspectives (teachers, parents, siblings, friends), past and present 
experiences with technologies and other contextual structures. Categorical 
aggregation was used to inductively code the data establishing themes and patterns, 
which in turn formed a coding framework that was used to analyse each data source. 
Following this, Bourdieu’s theoretical constructs of field, habitus and capital guided a 
second line of analysis. 
 
Participants 
Regan, a Year 9 student from North High School, used technology frequently at 
school and in everyday life. She lived with her parents and two sisters. Regan used 
technology at school each day for learning and homework, but used technology at 
home predominantly for social and entertainment purposes. Regan’s home use was 
relatively extensive compared with the other student cases, in that she used a broad 
range of technologies. She was keen to use technology for school related purposes, 
and was an avid social networker, using Twitter, YouTube, Skype and email to follow 
and connect with far reaching networks from around the world. Regan’s parents were 
both professionals (ABS, 2013), her mother was a librarian and father, a marine 
biologist. She also lived with her older sister (studying architecture at university) and 
twin sister. Regan described her family using technology every day for a range of 
purposes including for work, study, social and leisure. Regan had access to a number 
of technologies including her school-issued laptop, a family shared laptop and 
desktops computers, access to the Internet at home, an iPod Touch, mobile phone, 
digital cameras and games consoles. 
 
Alice, a Year 10 student from South High School, lived with her parents and two 
sisters. She used technology infrequently at school and home. She preferred to write 
in her notebook at school and only took her school-issued laptop when required under 
teacher instruction. Alice’s predominant use of technology was for learning, and 
while she had access to a laptop at home, she preferred to use the school-issued laptop. 
She had little interest in using technology for entertainment or socialising, preferring 
to communicate with her friends face-to-face. She perceived technology largely as a 
struggle: she had believed from an early age that technology was not for her and that 
it was difficult to use. Alice lived with her mother (casual school office assistant) and 
father (casual plumber), as well as an older (works at a theme park) and younger sister. 
Alice’s family were characterised as working class based on her parent’s occupations 
(ABS, 2013). She described that her mother and sisters used technology for social 
purposes predominantly using Facebook, while her father didn’t use technologies. 
Alice had access to fewer technologies including her school-issued laptop, access to 
the Internet at home and a mobile phone and family shared laptop that she seldom 
used. 
 
The two government schools, North High School (608 students) and South High 
School (1198 students), were in a regional city area in Australia. Census data of the 
two regions demonstrate that the northern area was characterised by a more 
professional work force with higher incomes, while the southern area was 
predominantly working class with lower incomes and fewer households connected to 
the internet (ABS, 2011). Students in both schools had access to comparable 
technologies with both schools being part of a government initiative that provided all 
secondary school students with a laptop for educational use. 
 
These two student cases were distinctive and not representative of the larger cohort of 
participants, but serve to demonstrate how technology practice outside of school 
shapes students’ perceptions towards and engagement with technology for learning. 
Table 1 provides an overview of Regan and Alice’s access to technologies and 
characteristics of their home fields, demonstrating the differences in circumstances 
and access, which will be discussed in more detail below. 
 
Table 1 Overview of student cases and characteristics of home fields 
Student Regan Alice 
School North High School South High School 























Mother – librarian 
Father – marine biologist 
Mother – school office assistant 




Mother – emails 
Father – writing reports and 
emails 
Mother – to socialise 
Father – does not use technology 
 
Findings 
Fields of technology practice 
In this study exploration of the fields of technology practice included the objective 
field structures including the technology resources available and accessible, location 
and distribution of devices; as well as embodied field structures such as rules about 
technology use, position in the field and culture of technology use. The findings of 
this study indicated four predominant fields of technology practice: the field of home 
educational technology practices, everyday practices at home (leisure and socialising), 




Students had access to a varying range of technological resources in their homes that 
shaped the technology practice available to them (Table 1). Both students had access 
to a computer with internet access and was able to use it in their preferred location 
within the home. In the initial interview, Regan explained she preferred to use 
technologies that allowed her to be mobile, such as a laptop, an iPod Touch and a 
mobile phone so she could use technology in various locations around the home. 
Alice preferred privacy, using her school-issued laptop in her bedroom. 
 
Overall, the students were generally able to use technology at home when and where 
they preferred. Both had their own school-issued laptop and access to other devices. 
Although the distribution of devices among family members meant that Alice was 
generally limited to the use of her school-issued laptop and mobile phone. While, 
Regan had access to a broader range of devices that she used according to her purpose. 
For example, if she was completing schoolwork started at school she would use her 
school-issued laptop, other schoolwork was completed on her desktop computer or 
laptop; while she used her iPod Touch predominantly for socialising purposes. Alice 
preferred using the school issued laptop as she didn’t need to share it with other 
family members and she described it as easier to use because she could easily access 
relevant bookmarks she used for schoolwork. Both girls described a range of practices 
at home. Table 2 presents a summary of all technologies used by the students 
according to the field and frequency of use based on the interviews and technology 
diaries. During the interviews the students did not describe any limitations placed on 
these practices by their parents. 
 
Table 2 Overview of technology practice in home fields 




Every day: Twitter, Instagram  
Most days: email, text 
messaging, watching YouTube, 
downloading and watching 




Every day: n/a 
Most days: Facebook 






Every day: n/a 
Most days: online inquiry and 
word processing for homework 
Sometimes/rarely: n/a 
Every day: n/a 
Most days: online inquiry and 
word processing for homework 
Sometimes/rarely: watches 
educational videos online 
 
School fields 
Both students used their school-issued laptops at school for a narrower range of 
practices compared with their uses in home fields. Table 3 provides a summary of 
technology practices at school as described in the interviews and technology diaries. 
Neither student reported using a mobile device while at school in line with the school 
rules. Therefore, the two students used their school-issued laptops predominantly for 
classwork and occasionally to play a game during a free period or free time. 
 
Table 3 Overview of technology practices in school fields 




Every day: n/a 
Most days: play non-educational 
games 
Sometimes/rarely: n/a 
Every day: n/a 







Every day: writing notes using 
OneNote 




Every day: n/a 
Most days: Edmodo (LMS), 
online inquiry 
Sometimes/rarely: creating a 
PowerPoint, watch educational 
videos 
 
The nature of students’ technology use at school was more prescriptive than their 
everyday practices. In the technology diary, Alice recorded that all uses of her laptop 
were under teacher direction, as were most of Regan’s recorded school uses of 
technology (89%). These findings suggest that there is a difference in the culture of 
technology use between their everyday technology practices, where students were 
generally more autonomous, and school technology practices, specifically in the 
school field, where technology use was more prescribed. 
 
Both students used their school-issued laptops at school, although they had different 
perspectives on its use for learning. Regan was an enthusiastic technology users and 
used her laptop in almost every class, as detailed in the technology diary. Alice 
preferred to complete her work in a book. She explained, “I don’t bring [my laptop] 
extremely often to school. When I bring it, I’ll get it out when I need it or when I’m 
told to [by the teacher]” (Initial interview). 
 
Habitus 
In this study, students’ habitus was explored during the interviews through their 
family backgrounds, dispositions towards technology use and past and present 
experiences with technologies.  
 
Family background 
Students’ family backgrounds, including family uses of technology at home, provide 
insights into the structuring experiences in which students were involved. These 
experiences influence the ways students act, feel and think, and thus the degree to 
which they perceive technology practices as possible, probable or profitable.  
 
In Regan’s home, all members of the family used technology, “pretty much every day” 
(Initial interview). Her parents, both professionals, used technology for email and to 
write reports for work, and her sisters used technology for school and university study, 
as well as for socialising and leisure. Regan’s practices with technology suggest that 
her family circumstances and experiences shaped her positive and receptive 
disposition toward technologies (social capital and embodied cultural capital). Alice’s 
parents, a casual office assistant and casual plumber, both working class occupations, 
did not use computers at home. She wasn’t aware of her sisters’ practices other than 
their uses of their mobile phones. This suggests that Alice observed fewer uses of 
technology in her home and thus had a more narrow range of technology experiences, 
shaping her reluctant and apprehensive disposition. 
 
Dispositions towards technology 
The two students had varied dispositions toward the use of technology. Outside of 
school, Regan was inclined to spend hours communicating with social networks, 
using Twitter, YouTube, Skype and email. While Alice preferred to use the home 
telephone to communicate with her friends. 
 
For Regan, social and entertainment activities dominated her use of technology at 
home. Conversely, Alice’s main use of technology at home was for learning, where 
she would complete homework and assignments when required, but mostly used 
technology to research concepts she had not sufficiently understood at school. 
 
There was evidence that students’ use of technologies in their everyday lives 
structured their dispositions towards the use of technology at school. Regan’s frequent 
use of technologies in her everyday life seemed to influence her acceptance of and 
positive disposition towards technology use for learning. She expressed her positive 
attitude toward the school’s interactive whiteboards, “it’s just more interesting to use 
it and I can engage in the lessons more” and stated that she would “prefer to use 
[laptops] more” at school (Initial interview). While Alice’s preference not to use 
technology at home was also observed in her perceptions of technology use at school. 
For example, she preferred not to type her school notes on the laptop and did not 
value interactive technologies for learning. For example, Alice recalled, “Some 
people got to go up and use [the interactive whiteboard] but I didn’t because I didn’t 
want to and I didn’t find the point” (Initial interview). 
 
Bourdieu outlined that one’s history is internalised and carried with the individual 
across fields (1990). In light of this, these findings demonstrate how students’ habitus, 
developed within the home field through shared culture and socialisation to particular 
technologies and uses, may in turn shape their perceptions and use of technology at 
school. More specifically, these dispositions – specifically, the value Regan placed on 
technologies for socialising and Alice’s tendency not to use technology – may be 
influenced by experiences and circumstances outside school (family backgrounds and 
past and present experiences with technology). 
 
Past and present experiences 
The participants’ first technology experiences seemed to have had an enduring 
influence on their current practices. In the initial interview, students recalled when 
and how they first used computers. In both cases, most technology related learning 
experiences were at primary school and/or influenced by family. Regan first used a 
computer with her older sister to play games and use a paint application. Regan 
recalled watching her sister use technology, which prompted her to try. Alice 
explained the challenges she experienced getting access to the family computer, “we 
had a desktop computer when I was young and I remember using that for games…that 
was the only computer, so I didn’t get to use it a lot” (Initial interview). She explained 
this computer was shared among her sisters and they were more persistent in their use 
of this computer. These first experiences for each participant were sustaining, 
influencing their current habitus. Regan’s family continued to influence her practices 
to use technology for a range of educational, leisure and social purposes, and Alice’s 
preference not to use technology may have been influenced by her limited 
experiences. 
 
Both students described rarely learning new technologies at high school. They 
explained that teachers “just assume[d]” they had technological skills and knowledge 
(Alice, Initial interview). For Alice, this assumption was unfounded, as she was 
reluctant to use technology and had limited home experiences (habitus) or supports 
(social capital) to draw on. For example, Alice had a laptop at home, yet preferred to 
use her school laptop to access educational online resources. She described her 
difficulties in accessing the online resources through the school intranet on her home 




In this study, students’ capital was evidenced in their access to and use of 
technologies (objectified cultural capital), socialisation into technology use through 
experiences with teachers, family and friends and time spent developing skills and 
knowledge (embodied cultural capital), and in their social connections and supports 
for their use of technologies (social capital). 
 
The objectified cultural capital of Regan and Alice was quite different. Regan had 
access to and experience with a range of technologies for a range of purposes in her 
home. While Alice had access to fewer technologies. But this lack of access was not 
necessarily a direct result of the family economic capital, but was also evidence of 
Alice disposition towards technology (habitus) and embodied cultural capital. Alice 
described that her sisters had more expensive mobile phones, but that she had chosen 
a cheaper “$20 one” because “[she] wouldn’t have use for it” (final interview). She 
stated, “I don’t need such a high-tech thing.  I would prefer money spent on 
something else” (final interview). These variations in objectified cultural capital in 
turn shaped the opportunities to develop embodied cultural capital. 
 
Students’ embodied cultural capital was acquired through the development of 
technological knowledge, skills and tastes through experiences and socialisation into 
technology practices through interactions with others. In the home fields, the 
technology practices of parents, siblings and friends influenced students’ practices. 
For example, in the interviews Regan described a range of technological uses at home 
by her family for work, education, socialising and entertainment, which were used 
frequently. For Regan, this shared experience of familial habitus may have provided 
embodied cultural capital, through the acquisition of technological knowledge, skills 
and preferences, some of which had currency in the school field. While Alice’s 
embodied cultural capital acquired in the home fields was more limited where she had 
fewer opportunities to experience and learn technological skills and knowledge or 
networks of support. Alice described in the interviews that her parents rarely used 
technologies. Alice’s limited embodied cultural capital was further evidenced in her 
preference not to use technology for learning (forming part of her habitus) and the 
difficulties she experienced with using technologies. These findings demonstrate how 
cultural capital may shape a students’ capacity to deploy certain skills and knowledge 
to engage with technologies in the school field.  
 
Within the school field the students reported minimal opportunities at school for 
formal learning of technology related skills and knowledge. These formal education 
experiences are examples of institutionalised cultural capital. For Alice, school was 
her main field of socialisation into technology practices.  Alice described one learning 
experience at school that positively shaped her cultural capital, where she described 
learning to access online educational videos. Learning to access educational videos at 
school provided Alice with cultural capital, as she reported improved learning 
outcomes, thus shaping her perceptions of technology practices that are possible and 
profitable. She valued this learning experience at school, and this in turn led to her 
watching educational videos at home to review concepts learnt at school. This was a 
significant learning experience for Alice, which she valued highly. Conversely, Regan 
believed that she could learn any new program, and thus taught herself by investing 
time in learning technologies outside of school, which further developed her 
embodied cultural capital. Thus, Regan was able to draw on her cultural capital 
acquired in home fields to engage with technologies at school.  
 
Students’ technological social capital was diverse, with each student having different 
networks of contacts that supported their use of technology. Regan was an active 
social networker. Regan used online networks to access social capital not attainable 
through her local networks. She had international pen friends via email and Skype, 
and subscribed to international YouTube channels and Twitter personalities, “…like if 
they’re from England…maybe they’ve gone to university…or they just make videos 
about what’s happened in the week and just weird stuff like that” (Final interview). 
Regan’s online networks provided opportunities to capitalise from connectivity by 
engaging with networks that provided her with news, new ideas, inspirations and 
aspirations, as well as opportunities to develop technological skills, knowledge and 
tastes (embodied cultural capital). These experiences developed Regan’s social capital 
generally and exposed her to a culture of online creating and sharing technological 
practices. Alice did not use or create online networks, only occasionally looking at 
Facebook. Alice had one social contact, a school friend, with whom she developed 
her technology skills and knowledge. Alice frequently visited her friend’s house on 
weekends, where they used a range of technologies, including video games and social 
networking. These experiences at her friend’s home exposed Alice to technologies 
and practices that she may not have otherwise accessed in other fields. 
 
These findings highlight the magnifying nature of social capital on other forms of 
cultural capital. For Regan, her far-reaching networks of technological contacts and 
support, through her family and online, may amplify her embodied cultural capital 
through time invested in use and socialisation into broader technology uses. Though 
Alice had some networks of support via school and a friend, the limited scale of her 
network compared to Regan resulted in a more limited exposure to technologies and 
was perpetuated by her limited access to and desire to acquire technologies 
(objectified cultural capital). 
 
Discussion 
These cases demonstrate the complexity of students’ technology practices, with 
variations in students’ circumstances, dispositions, perceptions and, ultimately, 
practices with technology. This paper now considers the practical implications of 
technology use in formal education through exploring students’ backgrounds and 
perceptions of technology and the transformative potential of particular technology 
experiences as conceptualised through the theory of practice (Bourdieu, 1990). 
However, it should be acknowledged that the cases presented in this paper are not 
representative of students’ technology practices in other contexts. Instead, these case 
studies serve to demonstrate the variation of practices within the broader sample of 
this study. The self-reported nature of the data also depicts a subjective account of 
students’ fields and practices, and thus limits the researcher’s ability to subjectively 
analyse fields.  
 
In this paper, we have used Bourdieu’s concepts to demonstrate how an individual’s 
circumstances, family background and past and present experiences can structure their 
habitus and capital, and thus their practices. While research investigating students’ 
backgrounds in relation to their education may be familiar, few studies have used 
Bourdieu’s sociology to explore aspects of school students’ technology practices in 
this way (North, Snyder, and Bulfin 2008; Robinson 2009; Johnson 2009; Kapitzke 
2000; Taylor 2005). In the two cases presented in this paper, students’ family 
backgrounds provided them with skills, knowledge, tastes and socialisation into 
technology, shaping their ability to distinguish and deploy particular uses of 
technology in various fields (cultural capital), which likely influenced their habitus 
and ultimately their practices with technology for learning. From the cases, Regan 
shared experiences with a range of agents of socialisation (social capital) into 
technology use, including her parents, siblings and online networks; all of these 
experiences contributed to her embodied cultural capital and were magnified by her 
social capital.  
 
Some experiences are more profitable than others, as capital is only of value when 
recognised by the field (Bourdieu, 1990). For example, Alice described experiences 
with her friend playing games and learned about using educational videos at school 
with limited embodied cultural capital from her working-class family that was of 
value in the formal education field. While both experiences are examples of embodied 
cultural capital through improvement in technological skills and knowledge, only the 
latter has currency in the school field. This finding is consistent with a quantitative 
study of students’ technology related cultural capital, suggesting a correlation with 
parents’ professions (Tondeur, Cooper and Newhouse, 2010). Parents’ professions 
may be an indicator of the technology related attitudes, technology use and skills and 
knowledge within the home, with the professional circumstances of the parents 
shaping children’s skills, knowledge and tastes in the use of technology and alignment 
with that of formal education (Tondeur, Cooper and Newhouse, 2010). 
 
It is also important to note that habitus is not static, but continuously structured and 
restructured through one’s experiences (Bourdieu, 1990). Therefore, present and 
future experiences with technology at school have the potential to restructure students’ 
habitus – their perceptions of technology, and what is possible and profitable. Thus, 
teachers may contribute to students’ cultural capital, being agents for socialisation 
into technology practices and support for students (social capital), and in turn 
potentially shaping their habitus. A recent study detailed the transformative influence 
of teachers on students’ technology practices (Pullen, 2015). The study demonstrated 
that teachers’ use of presentation technology tools and teaching about the use of these 
technologies shaped students’ development of their skills and knowledge and use of 
the technology outside of school. In this study, Alice’s experience of learning to 
access educational videos online at school is one example of the transformative 
potential of teachers and made possible through access to her school-issued laptop 
(objectified cultural capital). The findings suggest that her cultural capital may have 
shaped her habitus, as Alice described she had continued this practice at home, 
transforming from a non-user of technology, to a disposition toward using technology 
for learning at home. 
 
Unfortunately, the findings of this study suggest that this kind of transformative 
experience in schools was rare, with the two students reporting mostly basic and 
prescriptive uses of technology at school. This is of concern, as such technology 
experiences do not consider students’ varied habitus and capital, and thus may not 
align with students’ learning needs or dispositions towards technology. Moreover, 
students’ current technology practices in school suggest a lost opportunity to build 
cultural capital that reaps benefits for both school and home practices. While 
differences between school and home uses of technologies have been well 
documented, considering the varied structures in these fields may provide an avenue 
for better informing teaching practice. More specifically, an understanding of the field 
structures that shape technology practices may provide opportunities to better inform 
how technologies are used in school; for example, providing opportunities for 
students to make decisions about their use of technologies and providing support for 
students in the use of technologies that may be different from their experiences in 
their everyday lives.  
 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus provides valuable insights into students’ perceptions of 
technologies and how these shape their practice. For example, Alice valued the use of 
educational videos, including extending her learning at home. The findings suggest 
that Alice valued this use as she profited academically (embodied cultural capital) 
from these practices; however, for many other uses of technology at school, Alice did 
not perceive the possible capital that could be gained. She had believed from an early 
age that technology was not for her and that it was difficult to use. This shows how 
habitus can restrict individuals’ perceptions of what practices are either possible or 
unthinkable based on their social class background (Mills, 2008). Though this study 
did not measure students’ socio-economic status, students’ access to technologies, 
parental occupations and technology practices provide some indication of factors 
relating to socio-economic status. For example, Alice’s family had low access to and 
use of technologies in the home, and her parents both engaged in working class 
occupations, associated with low socio-economic status. Similar studies have 
demonstrated patterns between low socio-economic status, negative student 
perception and limited resources that influenced students’ modest engagement with 
technologies (Heemskerk, Volman, Admiraal and Ten Dam, 2012, Vekiri, 2010). This 
finding advances understanding of the influence of students’ perceptions on their 
practices. 
 
An understanding of students’ backgrounds, experiences with and perceptions of 
technologies, conceptualised through a Bourdieuian sociology, provides potential for 
strategic use by schools to address student inequalities (Czerniewicz and Brown, 
2013). A growing body of research demonstrates that young people’s skills and 
knowledge with technology is more diverse and with relatively few students 
demonstrating high levels of digital literacy related to educational uses of technology 
(Corrin, Apps, Beckman, Bennett, 2018). This is of increasing importance considering 
the increased prominence of digital literacy and technologies in curriculums 
worldwide. The two cases presented highlight some personal and contextual factors 
that may facilitate or hinder students’ practices with technology at school for learning. 
The reproductive nature of students’ habitus was demonstrated in this study through 
students’ practices conforming to their perceptions of and past experiences with 
technology. Conversely, we may also consider the transformative aspects of habitus 
and capital (Czerniewicz & Brown, 2012, McNamara Horvat and Davis, 2010, Mills, 
2008). A consideration of students’ varied habitus and capital offers a transformative 
potential for schools to provide students with knowledge and learning experiences 
that broaden their perceptions of practices with technology, and thus to bridge student 
inequalities with technology practices for learning and expand all students’ 
technology habitus and capital. 
 
Conclusion 
This study investigated students’ practices with technologies at school and in their 
everyday lives. We have presented two in-depth case studies through the lens of 
Bourdieu’s sociological theory to present a holistic understanding of students’ 
practices that considered the influence of their backgrounds and sociocultural contexts. 
The findings add to the growing body of literature that acknowledges the complex 
nature of students’ technology practices. Moreover, the lens of Bourdieu’s concepts 
highlighted the social nature of technologies, where students’ practices were shaped 
by and inextricably linked to the contexts in which they occurred. The descriptions 
yielded from the two case studies demonstrate the value of sociological theory in 
educational technology research in providing deeper understanding with the potential 
to address student inequalities.  
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